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A Codicological Assessment of Th ree Gospel 
Books with Sideways- Oriented Illustrations 
Displayed in the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art’s Armenia Exhibition
Zsuzsa nna Gulácsi
Northern Arizona University
G
ospel books with sideways- oriented illustrations are 
unusual in the history of Christian art, and the vast majority of 
them, at least twenty- fi ve such manuscripts, are Armenian, pro-
duced between the ninth and sixteenth centuries. The best- known examples 
date  om the eleventh century and have been traditionally referred to as the 
“Melitene Group,” a er the multiethnic regional center Malat̀ ya (Melitene), 
near the Upper Euphrates in the Taurus Mountains, in and around which 
Armenian communities  om the Artsruni kingdom settled between 1022 
and 106⒍ 1
Three such Gospel books were displayed in the Armenia exhibition at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art between 21 September 2018 and 13 January 
1 T. F. Mathews, “The Classic Phase of Bagratid and Artsruni Illumination: The Tenth 
and Eleventh Centuries,” in Treasures in Heaven: Armenian Illuminated Manuscripts, ed. T. F. 
Mathews and R. S. Wieck (New York: Pierpont Morgan Library, 1994), 63; D. Kouymjian, 
“The Melitene Group of Armenian Painting in the Eleventh Century,” in Armenian Kesaria/
Kayseri and Cappadocia, ed. R. G. Hovannisian (Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda Publishers, 2013), 
79–1⒖  
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2019, and they are discussed briefl y in the printed catalog of the exhibition.2 
The codicological diagrams provided below form an additional critical part 
of the overview of the prefatory matter in these manuscripts. They are intended 
to give a visual summary of the layout and sequence of the sideways- oriented 
narrative illustrations and author portraits in these codices, and thus supply 
an essential tool for comprehending these books themselves as medieval 
works of art.
Considering the compositional structure of these unique objects is essen-
tial for contextualized and/or comparative research of them. The illustra-
tions in these Gospel books are grouped together as  ontispieces—an 
organization followed in some of the earliest illustrated Gospels known  om 
sixth- century Greek (Rossano Gospels) and Syriac (Rabbula Gospels) contexts.3 
The non- illustrated texts of the four Gospels in these types of Gospel books 
are preceded by prefatory matter including, in order, Eusebius’s letter to 
Carpianus, ten canon tables correlating the contents of the Gospels, depic-
tions of Christ’s life on a varying number of pages, and a combined portrait 
of the four evangelists.4
While the contents of these Armenian Gospel books follow earlier mod-
els, the sideways orientation of their illustrations set them apart. Without 
exception, they are vertical codices, bound along their taller side. The tex-
tual components in them, written in Armenian  om le  to right and top to 
bottom, are in harmony with this design. In contrast, the pictorial compo-
nents are oriented horizontally. On each page, the fi gures’ heads are toward 
2 Based on decades of codicological examinations of manuscripts with sideways- oriented 
illustrations, such as Manichaean service books and Eastern Christian (Armenian and Syriac) 
Gospel books—including the three Gospels in question—I was invited to write an essay 
related to the codicological descriptions of three codices for the Met’s exhibition catalog. See 
Zs. Gulácsi, “Armenian Gospel- Books with Sideways- Oriented Illustrations,” Armenia: Art, 
Religion, and Trade in the Middle Ages, ed. Helen C. Evans (New Haven, CT: The Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, 2018), 201–⒌ 
3 J. Lowden, “The Beginnings of Biblical Illustration,” Imaging the Early Medieval Bible, ed. 
J. Williams (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University, 1999), 18–21, 26–30.
4 Occasional variations on this include when the portrait of an evangelist is not sideways at 
the start of the respective Gospel (Matenadaran, MS 2930, MS 4818, MS 7456, and MS 9423), 
intratextual sideways scenes (Matenadaran, MS 10780), and mixed orientations (Matenadaran, 
MS 238, MS 2877, and MS 7736).
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the outer margin, while their feet are toward the inner margin, so that 
their alignment mirrors one another on the facing pages. Such an arrange-
ment does not lend itself to a comfortable viewing experience, as the book 
must be turned ninety degrees clockwise to view the images on the le , 
and then turned again 180 degrees counterclockwise to view the facing 
images on the right.
An abbreviated style of representation characterizes the paintings.5 
Arranged against blank backgrounds and within thick  ames, the art is to 
the point and deliberate, fulfi lling its function without refi nements, expen-
sive pigments, or skilled pictorial techniques, such as shading. Occasionally, 
the scribe doubles as the book illuminator.6 Thus, the pictorial  ontispieces 
in these Armenian Gospel books seem to be more functional than aesthetic, 
for reasons yet to be explored.
Matenadaran, MS 974
The earliest of the three Gospel books under discussion (MS 974) is a parch-
ment codex  om the collection of the “Matenadaran” Mesrop Mashtots 
Institute of Ancient Manuscripts in Yerevan. The closed book measures 
40.4 × 32 × ⒑  2 cm. The exact number of its folios is unknown. This book 
was made in either Melitene or Sebastia sometime during the mid- eleventh 
century and can be attributed to the School of Miesk–Turub.7
This codex retains three folios with sideways- oriented images (fi g. 1). At 
least six folios are lost  om the beginning of the prefatory matter: they con-
tained Eusebius’s letter and ten canon tables, as well as the fi rst scene  om the 
5 See Mathews, “The Classic Phase of Bagratid and Artsruni Illumination,” 65; Kouymjian, 
“Melitene Group,” 83–8⒋ 
6 For example, Matenadaran, MS 3784, copied and likely illustrated by the priest Tovmas in 
Melitene (Kouymjian, “Melitene Group,” 84), and MS 4813, copied and illustrated by the 
scribe and artist Melk`isedek at Berkri (V. Nersessian, Treasures from the Ark: 1700 Years of 
Armenian Christian Art (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2001), 168–69 n. 9⒊  
7 L. A. Dournovo, Armenian Miniatures (New York: Abrams, 1961), 59–60; V. Kazazian 
and S. S. Manukian, Matenadaran (Moscow: Kniga, 1991), 79–81; A. Gevorgyan, Ananun 
Hay manrankarichʻner matenagitutʻiwn, IX–XVII dd. (Erevan: Matenadaran, 2005), 3⒊ 
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figure 1. Th ree folia 
surviving from the prefatory 
matt er of an eleventh- century 
Armenian gospel book. Erevan, 
Matenadara, MS 974. Images 
reproduced with permission of 
the Matenadaran Mesrop 
Mashtots Institute of Ancient 
Manuscripts.
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pictorial cycle of the life of Christ, most likely the Nativity with the Adoration. 
The scene surviving on what is today folio 1 recto features the Presentation 
and the Baptism of Christ, which concludes the Theophany cycle, while the 
verso shows the Transfi guration and the Raising of Lazarus. Between folios 1 
and 2, one folio seems to be lost with events  om the early Passion. Nothing 
seems to be missing  om between folios 2 and 3, since the Crucifi xion on 
folio 2 verso is naturally followed by the combined events of the Burial of 
Christ and the Harrowing of Hell on folio 3 recto. The latter page concludes 
what was most likely an eight- page narrative. The combined portrait of the 
four evangelists, on folio 3 verso, originally faced the start of the Gospel texts, 
written in rounded erkat̀ agir script in two columns,  om which the fi rst 
pages of Matthew are now lost.
Morgan Library and Museum (MS M 1112) and 
Metropolitan Museum of Art (57.185.3)
Among the loose pages known  om the prefatory matter of Armenian 
Gospel books, two paper folios are preserved in two collections in New York 
 om the same codex, the rest of which is considered lost. One of them 
belongs to the Metropolitan Museum of Art (5⒎ 18⒌ 3), while the other is 
housed in the Morgan Library and Museum (MS M 1112). Based on their 
painting style, they were most likely produced in the Lake Van region of 
Vaspurakan, Turkey, sometime between 1290 and 1330 CE.8
The shared painting style and  ame design, the quality and measure-
ments of their folios (ca. 3⒊ 5 × 23 cm), as well as the cursive handwriting 
that identifi es the fi gures in the bolorgir script confi rm that these folios are 
8 Alice Taylor, “Vaspurakan Manuscript Illumination and Eleventh- Century Sources,” in 
Medieval Armenian Culture: Proceedings of the Third Dr. H. Markarian Conference on Arme-
nian Culture, ed. Thomas J. Samuelian and Michael E. Stone (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania, 1984), 306–11, fi gs. 1, 2; Alice Taylor, “Armenian Illumination Under Geor-
gian, Turkish, and Mongol Rule: The Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fi eenth Centuries,” in 
Treasures in Heaven: Armenian Illuminated Manuscripts, ed. T. F. Mathews and R. S. Wieck 
(New York: Pierpont Morgan Library, 1994), 184, no. 52, fi g. 61, pl. ⒙   The matching of 
these folios was fi rst noted in Gulácsi, “Armenian Gospel- Books.”
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related (fi g. 2). The Morgan folio (MS M 1112) features the Nativity and the 
Visitation as the narratively earlier events on its recto and the Baptism of 
Christ on its verso. The Metropolitan Museum folio (5⒎ 18⒌ 3) contains the 
combined portrait of the Four Evangelists on one side, confi rming it as a 
verso, which followed the Empty Tomb and Resurrection on the recto as the 
last scene  om the life of Christ depicted in this cycle. Based on the book- 
making practice of matching the hair- and fl esh- sides on the facing pages 
while nesting the folded sheets of bifolia within the quire, these two were 
separated by at least three folios, now lost, that contained six pages of illus-
trations with events  om the Theophany and the Passion, and arguably at 
least one episode  om Christ’s ministry. Moreover, the Nativity scene was 
most certainly preceded by an Annunciation scene on the verso of another 
lost folio with the last canon table on its recto, as is o en the case in this 
corpus. The original Gospel book would have also contained Eusebius’s 
letter and ten canon tables, as well as a twelve- page narrative cycle and a 
one- page combined portrait of the four evangelists preceding the texts of 
the four Gospels.
Matenadaran, MS 4813
A fourteenth- century example (MS 4813)  om the collection of the Mat-
enadaran in Yerevan was also part of the Armenia exhibition at the Metro-
politan Museum of Art. This book consists of 188 paper folios and measures 
3⒈ 5 × 24 × ⒐ 6 cm when closed. Its colophon confi rms that it was illustrated 
and bound by Melk’isedek in 1338 CE in Berkri, Turkey.9
Originally, two quires held the preparatory matter in this codex (fi g. 3). 
The fi rst quire is lost. The original second quire now begins this Gospel 
book. The fi rst two folia of this quire are unfi nished: both sides of the fi rst 
folio remain blank (unnumbered folio recto and verso) followed by a folio 
that contains two incomplete canon tables (fol. 1r and fol. 1v). To these, a 
9 H. Hakobyan, V. Kazarian, and A. S. Matʻevosyan, Haykakan manrankarchʻutʻyun, Vas-
purakan (Erevan: Sovetakan Grogh Hratarakchʻutʻyun, 1978), 19–22; Nersessian, Treasures 
from the Ark, 168–69 n. 9⒊ 
10
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figure 2. Two folia surviving from the 
prefatory matt er of a fourteenth- century 
Armenian Gospel book. New York, Morgan 
Library and Museum, M 1112; New York, 
Metro politan Museum of Art, 57.185.3. 
Images reproduced with permission of the 
Morgan Library & Museum and the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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figure 3. Six folia surviving 
from the prefatory matt er of a 
fourteenth- century Armenian 
Gospel book. Erevan, Maten adaran, 
MS 4813. Images reproduced with 
permission of the Maten adaran 
Mashtots Institute of Ancient 
Manuscripts.
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non- sideways Annunciation scene was added later (fol. 1v). These two folios 
were followed by a now lost folio, which most likely contained the last 
canon table on its recto and the fi rst narrative scene  om the life of Christ 
on its verso. The quire then preserves an intact bifolio in its middle with 
four successive narrative scenes: the Nativity with the Adoration (fol. 2r), 
the Presentation (fol. 2v), the Baptism (fol. 3r), and the Entry into Jerusa-
lem (fol. 3v). These were followed by a now missing folio with what would 
have been scenes  om the Passion of Christ on both sides (such as the Last 
Supper, the Washing of the Feet, the Betrayal, and/or the Arrest of Jesus) 
that typically come before what survives in the second half of the quire, the 
Crucifi xion (fol. 4r), the Empty Tomb and Resurrection (fol. 4v), and the 
Ascension (fol. 5r). This quire concludes with a sideways- oriented combined 
portrait of the four evangelists (fol. 5v), which faces the fi rst page of the 
next intact quire, where the Gospel of Matthew begins (fol. 6r). As seen 
here, the start of each of the four Gospels in this book is crowned by a 
prominent headpiece, consisting of geometric and vegetal motifs defi ned 
against a red background, which culminates in an arch along its lower cen-
ter. The texts begin with a calligraphic initial and are decoratively lettered 
in the capital erkat̀ agir script in alternating red- and black- ink lines. In 
contrast, the subsequent pages of the four Gospels are neatly written in the 
cursive bolorgir script and remain unadorned (fol. 6v and fol. 7r).
The study of Armenian illustrated Gospels is essential for reaching a new 
understanding about the formation of book art in late antique and early 
medieval West Asia. The above three examples are representative of other 
Armenian Gospel books illustrated with sideways- oriented scenes in their 
prefatory matter in a sense that they, too, depict the life of Christ without 
visually narrating any one of the four Gospels. Instead, they give what is 
maybe best thought about as “an abbreviated visual version of a Gospel 
harmony,” that is, a single popular account on anywhere  om eight to 
twenty- four pages. Although the scenes tend to include the liturgically 
most signifi cant events (such as the birth and baptism of Christ  om the 
Theophany cycle, celebrated on 6 January; or the Crucifi xion and Resurrec-
tion  om the Passion cycle commemorated during the Easter week), some 
13
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scenes contain nonbiblical elements that diff er  om what is discussed in the 
Gospel texts.10 Thus, they lend strong support to John Lowden’s theory, 
according to which depictions of the life of Christ in early Gospel books did 
not originate as illustrations within the texts of ancient manuscripts, but 
fi rst developed instead in various other, solely pictorial media independent 
 om the biblical texts.11
10 See Gulácsi, “Armenian Gospel- Books.”
11 Lowden, “The Beginnings of Biblical Illustration,” 48–58; cf. V. Nersessian, Armenian 
Illuminated Gospel- Books (London: British Library, 1987), ⒊ 
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